












Bashar	 Al-Assad,	 they	 did	 so	 in	 song.	 Public	 places	 became	 filled	with	 the	 voices	 of	men,	
women	and	children	who	gained	courage	and	determination	through	an	increasing	repertoire	
of	songs	shared	through	social	media	and	learned	in	the	homes	and	on	the	streets.	Later	as	
the	violence	 intensified	 in	 the	 street,	 the	women	 returned	 to	 their	homes,	 their	 voices	no	
longer	heard	in	the	public	protests,	their	songs	playing	now	from	behind	closed	doors.	When	





to-day	 life,	 British	 ethnomusicologist	 Karen	Boswall	 and	 Jordanian	 social	 anthropologist	Dr	
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shared	emotions	and	feelings.	Where	popular	struggle	and	armed	liberation	has	resulted	in	mass	
exodus,	 the	 performativity	 of	 songs	 from	 the	 struggle	 also	 provide	 a	 continued	 participatory	
involvement	 in	resistance	and	protest.	 In	the	case	of	 the	2011	Syrian	uprising,	 the	revolutionary	
songs	 entered	 the	 popular	 culture	 forming	 an	 important	 tool	 of	 resistance,	 mobilising	 and	
strengthening	the	voice	of	the	protestors	across	the	country.	In	the	subsequent	ongoing	civil	war,	
the	songs	continue	to	galvanise	the	spirits,	both	of	those	who	took	up	arms	and	those	who	fled	the	
violence.	 They	 were	 recorded	 in	 	 	 home	 studios	 across	 the	 country,	 played	 on	 newly	 created	
revolutionary	television	and	radio	stations	and	shared	through	social	media,	Bluetooth	and	in	the	
liminal	spaces	of	public	protest	and	defiance.	The	majority	of	these	songs	are	written	and	performed	







participatory	and	performative	experience	of	 the	Syrian	 songs	of	protest	 and	 struggle?	Through	
looking	at	the	changing	listening	habits	of	Syrian	women	refugees	in	northern	Jordan,	in	particular	





















The	 2011	 Syrian	 uprising	 began	 in	March	 in	 Dara’a,	 a	 town	 in	 the	 South	 of	 Syria,	 close	 to	 the	
Jordanian	border	with	a	public	protest	inspired	by	a	wave	of	public	resistance	in	the	region	later	to	
be	referred	to	as	the	Arab	Spring.	When	the	townsfolk,	including	the	women,	took	to	the	streets,	
the	 response	 of	 the	 military	 was	 brutal,	 with	 the	 murder,	 imprisonment	 and	 torture	 of	 those	






was	 soon	 to	 become	 the	 largest	 refugee	 settlement	 in	 the	 region.	 Initially	 the	majority	 of	 the	
increasing	number	of	refugees	came	from	the	revolutionary	stronghold	in	and	around	Dara’a	but	
were	soon	joined	by	families	from	across	Syria	as	the	revolution	spread	across	the	country,	and	with	

















































The	 songs	 that	emerged	 from	 these	 centres	of	protest	and	 resistance,	 in	particular	 from	






























The	opening	of	 ‘Rajealek	Ya	Bladi’	 (I’m	coming	back	 to	you,	my	country)	by	Ahmad	Abu	
Khater 9 	From	 the	 mobile	 phone	 ringtone	 of	 Halad	 (Al	 Shajarah	 Focus	 Group).	 Guide	
translation	Al	Akesh.		
	
This	 paper	 was	 born	 out	 of	 a	 firm	 belief	 that	 ‘voice’	 is	 not	 always	 expressed	 through	 ‘speech’	
(Parpart	 and	 Kabeer	 2010)	 and	 that	 new	 forms	 of	 listening	 are	 required	 for	 researchers	 to	 get	
beyond	 the	 limitations	 of	 speech	 (Jackson	 2012).	 Through	 spending	 time	with	women	 living	 as	

















and	 associated	 listening	 habits.	Men	were	 invited	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 family	 groups	 and	 focus	
groups	as	 it	was	our	objective	to	compare	the	women’s	 listening	habits	and	relationships	to	the	
songs	with	 those	of	 the	men	 in	 the	 family,	however	with	many	of	 the	households	 visited	being	
headed	by	women	and	many	male	 family	members	spending	much	of	 their	 time	away	from	the	
home,	it	was	decided	to	focus	this	study	on	the	listening	habits	of	the	women.	It	is	hoped	there	will	













The	 selection	 process	 of	 the	 participants	 was	 designed	 to	 include	 women	 whose	 lives	
reflected	 the	majority	 of	 refugees	 still	 outside	 the	 support	 network	 of	 the	 international	 donor	
community,	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 including	 women	 from	 as	 wide	 a	 variety	 of	 social	 and	
educational	backgrounds	as	possible.	Introductions	were	made	between	the	researchers	and	the	
participants	 through	 a	 combination	 of	 personal	 contacts	 and	 informal	 encounters	 rather	 than	
through	 any	 large	 international	 organisations.	 Through	 these	 independent	 introductions,	 it	 was	
possible	 to	 approach	 women	 living	 outside	 of	 international	 donor	 support,	 and	 so	 reflect	 the	
majority	 of	 women	 refugees	 living	 in	 the	 region.	 As	 trust	 developed	 with	 the	 women,	 the	
relationships	that	progressed	became	intimate	while	remaining	independent	and	free	of	some	of	
the	expectations	sometimes	associated	with	proximity	to	the	donor	community.		











isolation	that	characterises	 the	 lives	of	many	of	 the	Syrian	women	 living	 in	northern	Jordan	and	
shapes	their	levels	of	trust	and	intimacy	with	all	outsiders.	It	draws	on	the	different	perspectives	of	
the	 two	 authors	 of	 this	 paper;	 a	 British	 ethnomusicologist	 and	 a	 Jordanian	 anthropologist.	 The	
  7 
qualitative	methodology	largely	took	the	form	of	informal	conversations,	in	order	to	maintain	a	safe	
and	 informal	 environment,	 while	 a	 clearly	 defined	 set	 of	 objectives	 was	 established	 for	 each	
interview,	focus	group	or	discussion.	It	was	also	important	to	ensure	the	sessions	were	not	rushed,	


























Songs	 were	 shared	 largely	 using	 Bluetooth.	 This	 was	 not	 easy	 as	 there	 were	 very	 few	
opportunities	for	the	women	to	leave	their	homes,	some	of	whom	spend	months	at	a	time	indoors	
(Boswall	and	Al	Akash,	2015).	Some	relied	on	their	sons	or	husbands	for	the	collection	of	the	songs.	




















worlds	 of	 the	 women	 being	 connected	 not	 only	 through	 listening	 to	 songs,	 but	 also	 through	
watching	 videos,	 looking	 at	 photographs,	 art,	 text,	 and	 through	 sharing	 these	with	 others.	 The	
mobile	phone	has	become	a	portal	through	which	people	can	communicate	with	a	real	and	virtual	
community	both	actively,	through	sharing	data,	or	passively	through	shared	listening	and	viewing	







































self	 is	 its	 capacity	 to	 record	 and	 replay	 sound.	 Professional	 productions	 of	 songs	 and	 videos	
produced	in	Damascus	and	abroad	were	saved	in	the	women’s	phones	alongside	domestic	audio	
recordings	 and	 home	 videos,	 each	 forming	 part	 of	 the	women’s	 affective	 relationship	with	 the	


























































left	 in	 the	desert	during	 the	arduous	 journey	 to	 the	 Jordanian	border.	One	 thing	 that	 remained	




































Although	some	of	 the	songs	were	still	 listened	to	communally	by	the	 family,	as	 time	passed	the	
women	described	how	important	these	songs	had	become	to	their	daily	private	lives.	The	morning	
would	be	a	time	for	playing	prayers	and	recitations	from	the	mobile	phone	and	making	a	strong	








pools	 of	 blood,	 aftermaths	 of	 massacres	 and	 grief-stricken	 mourners	 at	 funerals,	 the	 women	
ensured	 they	 never	 forgot.	 They	 described	 how	 they	 saved	 their	 pain	 and	 their	 tears	 for	 these	
private	times	with	the	songs,	sometimes	crying	for	two	hours	a	night,	whilst	repeating	the	songs	on	













evening	 listening	 to	 the	 songs	was	 a	way	 the	women	 could	 channel	 and	 divest	 these	 powerful	
emotions	in	the	evening	while	being	able	to	function	without	tears	during	the	rest	of	the	day.	The	
allocated	hour	or	two	in	the	evening,	when	they	were	free	to	cry,	was	painful,	and	they	would	feel	





























ritual	 listening	of	 songs	 such	as	 ‘Ya	Heif’	have	more	 in	 common	with	 the	act	of	weeping	during	
prayer,	than	tears	provoked	by	the	pain	of	personal	suffering,	Ritual	weeping	during	prayer	is	said	
to	be	 ‘the	ultimate	sign	of	performing	șalāt	 (ritual	prayer)	with	kushū	 (consummate	excellence),	
enacted	with	the	 intention	of	pleasing	God	(Mahmood	2012	130).	When	women	described	their	
evening	listening,	with	statements	such	as;	‘I	listen	to	the	songs	and	cry’,	they	were	communicating	
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the	songs,	how	they	 form	part	of	 their	daily	 lives	and	 the	way	 this	has	changed	since	 the	 initial	
uprisings	in	2011	provides	a	deeper	knowledge	both	of	the	female	experience	of	the	revolution	and	
war	 in	Syria	and	of	 their	 continued	engagement	and	connection	with	 their	 country	as	 refugees.	
Through	songs	it	is	possible	to	get	beyond	the	facts	and	the	figures	to	the	feelings	behind	them.	As	
the	 situation	 changes	 for	 Syrians	 both	 inside	 the	 country	 and	 in	 the	 countries	where	 they	 seek	
refuge,	so	too	do	the	songs	shared	and	listened	to.	Over	the	years	in	exile,	the	songs	have	given	
hope	and	solace,	inspiration	and	courage,	and	continue	to	connect	refugees	to	others	in	exile	and	



















their	 daily	 prayers.	 As	 important	 as	 connecting	 to	 God	 through	 religious	 songs	 and	 koranic	








1. According to the UNHCR (data portal (UNHCR 2017), there were 656,170 registered refugees on 16 
February 2017. 76.7% of these are women (25.8%) and children (50.9%) children. There are many 
more Syrians who moved to Jordan from Syria and did not register as refugees for whom there is less 
specific data.   
2. According to Islamic law a woman must not travel alone or be visited by a man without a male family 
member (mahram) present. See Bukhari #1763 ‘A man stood up and asked Allah’s Prophet (Peace be 
upon Him): “O Messenger of Allah! My wife is going on Hajj (pilgrimage), while I want to participate 
in a battle, what should I do?” The Prophet of Allah (Peace be upon Him) said: “Go out with her”’. 
3. ‘Yalla irhal ya Bashar!’ was one of the anthems of the revolution. First sung in public during mass 
demonstrations in the city of Hama, recorded on mobile ‘phones and picked up and shared across the 
country. It was translated into English (freedom for everyone, 2011), re-versioned into club versions 
(Loading DZ, 2011) and sung in public squares by the thousands. It was attributed to Ibrahim 
Quashoush who was reportedly found dead with his tongue cut out some time later, reflecting the 
regime’s fear of the power of the song. (See Anthony Shadid ‘Lyrical Message for Syrian Leader: 
“Come on Bashar, Leave”’, New York Times, 21 July 2011 and Jean-Marc Mojon ‘Syria Revolution 
has Soundtrack’ Middle East Online. April 9th 2012)   
4. Maher al Assad, Bashar’s brother, commander of the elite Republican Guard. 
5. Bashar’s lisp was ridiculed in many uprising songs (Halasa, Omareen, and Mahfoud 2014) 
6. Translated from the Arabic by Ghias Aljundi and Revolutionary Dabke (Halasa, Omareen, and 
Mahfoud 2014, 212) – see YouTube video freedomforeveryone20 (2011). 
7. National footballer, songster, protest leader Abdul Bassat Sarut’s galvanised the protesters with songs 
and later took up arms and become one of the icons of the Homs resistance. See ‘Return to Homs’ 
(Derki 2013).  
8. Homs is much closer to Lebanon than Jordan, however after accepting over a million refugees, the 
small country was full to bursting and many from Homs instead made the long journey south through 
the desert to Jordan. 
9. See video link to Rajealek Ya Bladi (I’m Coming Back to You, My Country) by Ahmad Abu Khater 
posted by Inas al-nahhas, (2011)   
10. The researchers worked in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute (RAI). Within this context a small group of women welcomed us back into their homes 
following the initial research allowing us into their lives and homes with cameras and microphones. 
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Some of their testimonies have been made publicly available (see Boswall 2014a and 2014b), other 
have remained in private archives.    
11. See video ‘Aini Hazeenah’ (My Sad Eyes) by Ahmad Al Kassim. with guide subtitles: Boswall, K. 
(2015b) and mobile phone footage from Zaatari Refugee camp when Ahmad Al Kassim sang there for 
the refugees posted by Moneer Kad, (Kad, M (2011)  
12. See clip of Syrian children in Irbid chanting in corridors of office buildings rapidly converted into 
makeshift homes. Recorded September 2013.  Boswall, K. (2015d)  
13. See ‘ﺔﯿﻨﻏأ ﺎﯾ ﺶﯿﺟ راﺮﺣﻷا مﺪﻘﺗ _ لﺎﻄﺑأ ﺶﯿﺠﻟا يرﻮﺴﻟا ﺮﺤﻟا ツ ツ ﻲﺗﺎﯿﺤﺗ ﻢﻜﻟ ﻦﻣ ﺲﻧﻮﺗ ❤❤’(Go forward  army of 
Free Men) of video of same song recorded from television, posted on YouTube by Mjouda Tunisia 
(2012).  
14. This cartoon was sourced on-line from links shared from children’s mobile phones. See video clip 
guide subtitles: Boswall, K. (2015c) 
15. For more on the isolation of women refugees see CARE (2015), IRC (2014) and UNWOMEN (2013)  
16. See Boya Boya (Boswall, 2015d) a short film following a young Syrian boy as he shines shoes in 
Irbid, Jordan and sings revolutionary songs. 
17. The Oud is a stringed instrument, part of the lute family and played all over the Middle East. The 
darbourka is a metallic drum with a tightly stretched skin, played in many parts of the Middle East. 
18. Like scales and modes, maqams are a series of notes that form the melodic structure to much Middle 
Eastern music. 
19. See ﺢﯿﻤﺳ ﺮﯿﻘﺷ - ﺎﯾ ﻒﯿﺣ’.‘Ya Haif’ or ‘Ya Hef’ (Oh, Shameful) by Samih Shuqeir posted on 
YouTube.com by ‘Kurd Syrian’ 2011.  
20. See video link recording of popular song  ‘ﺔﻨﺟ ﺔﻨﺟ ﺔﻨﺟ ﷲو ﺎﯾ ﺎﻨطو ﺪﺒﻋ ﻂﺳﺎﺒﻟا تورﺎﺳ’. ‘Jana Jana Jana’ 
(Heaven, Heaven, Heaven) recorded by Abdul Basat Sarut (2012) and posted on YouTube by Khals 
Omar (2012). Found on the majority of the women’s mobile phones in Sept 2014 and commonly used 
as ringtones.  
21. See Rajealek Ya Bladi (I’m Coming Back to You, My Country) by Ahmad Abu Khater posted by 
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